Every day's experience is adding something to our previously collected stores of information in psychology, yet how much more is to be gleaned, how many and how various are the sources from which we may yet
anticipate valuable knowledge. Amongst the many phenomena which present themselves, none are more deserving investigation than the effects produced upon the manifestations of the mind by several drugs, which, although more immediately ranked as poisons, are administered fearlessly in medicine, because they have the power of diminishing some of the sufferings of the human body. Those who have watched the progress of disease, have often been surprised by the sudden alteration which they have perceived in the state of the senses of individuals, and have for some time been at a loss to account for it, when they have, from cautious investigation, arrived at the conclusion that it is attributable to a particular remedy employed; and upon consulting different authorities, they have found that a similar remark has been made by others, but no one has yet collected together the evidence that exists. This, indeed, is scattered amongst the periodical publications, and the works of writers on medical jurisprudence and toxicology, where the facts are simply stated, without any attempt to analyse or discuss them.
Singular, however, are the numerous instances where the senses convey to the brain impressions inconsistent with those that are presented under ordinary circumstances, when the affections, emotions, feelings, and passions, which have before flowed on in an even current, have been violently disturbed and excited; when the faculties, the imagination, the memory, have been called into unwonted activity, or have been apparently in so exhausted a state as to have become incapable of being roused into action, or even altogether obliterated. Occasionally there has been such an unusual exhibition of singularities, as to excite an apprehension lest the whole of the mind should become involved in the derangement, sink into idiotic apathy, or be subject to intermittent paroxysms.
In perusing the writings that are handed down to us as the works of the most remarkable men of Greece and of Rome, Ave cannot fail to be struck with the allusions that are frequently made to the knowledge which existed of the power of drugs over the intellectual faculties. We perceive that they were fully acquainted with the means which modern science has only so recently furnished us with, of acting both upon body and mind, so as to produce either rapid or slow action. We are daily learning that many of those circumstances which were ascribed to the credulity, or even to the imagination of the historian, who carelessly collected the idle gossip or marvels of the age in which he lived, are within the pale of truth, and have been proved by the discoveries which have been made by the chemist. Neither the language of Plutarch, when speaking of the drugs that were administered to the younger Aratus for the purpose of depriving him of reason, " so that he took up inclinations that were shocking and monstrous," nor that of Tacitus, in describing the means taken " to disorder the brain of Claudius, and not to kill him," is inconsistent with our present state of knowledge of the agents which the hand of art has educed from the stores of the vegetable world.
Many, certainly, are the difficulties which surround an inquiry into the peculiar influence of drugs upon the mind. If scientific men were altogether satisfied upon the constitution of that wondrous gift which elevates man above all the rest of created beings, we should better be enabled to enter upon the discussion; but whether its conditions and operations spring from one unvarying source, which governs and controls them, or whether it is an aggregate of powers and of faculties, each independent of the other, are questions which remain yet to be settled.
It is, however, to be hoped that a collection of facts and of observations may yet be made, which will furnish us with more ample ground for a theory than we yet possess.
It is the class of remedies termed narcotics, that usually furnish drugs which act upon the cerebral functions. Their first stage is that of excitement, during which there is an increased energy of the faculties, variously exhibited, according to the nature of the medicine, the dose, and the peculiar idiosyncrasy of the individual; the second stage is that of reaction; the ultimate one, that of collapse; for the law seems universal that wherever there has been an increased energy of action, there shall also be an intensity of repose, during which it would appear that the exhaustion is relieved, and power imparted. There are also drugs which act upon the mind secondarily, their action being primarily upon the corporeal functions; they may depress the mind, but it is because they diminish the powers of the organs which give strength and nutrition to the system.
In some individuals a small dose of calomel will produce a state of morbid sensibility, which will be displayed during the whole time the system is under its action. An hysteric feeling, the shedding of tears, the yawning, the sensation of cold that accompanies this state, are singularly distressing; but the cheerfulness and accustomed serenity are restored the moment the action of the medicine has ceased. In such cases, the mucous membranes are generally highly susceptible, and catarrh and bronchitis are often the result, whilst the glandular system is also deranged. Iodine, after it has been persevered in for some length of A copious inhalation of the fumes of tobacco leaves has produced a singular species of derangement, of which Mr. Howison, in his voyage, gives us an example in his own person,?frightful dreams, a species of trance, during which sounds were not heard through the sense of hearing, but by a vibration throughout his body, are amongst the symptoms he describes. The dreadful effects from its external application in skin diseases upon the brain and nervous system have often been narrated, but the general torpor which they undergo is the result of oppression from a narcotic aerial fluid circulating with the blood, so that its action is not thoroughly known.
